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Background / Context: 

Description of prior research and its intellectual context. 


Charter schools represent an increasingly important form of school choice in the United States. 
Charter schools are public schools, with a difference. Compared to traditional public schools, 
they are exempted from some of the state laws and regulations that govern traditional public 
schools. In this way, parents come to have a greater number of choices among schools, and, due 
to deregulation, it is expected that the charter schools are distinct from traditional public schools. 
The intent is that charter schools can provide students with alternative curricula, teaching 
methods, and teachers who may differ in educational background and training from teachers in 
traditional public schools. This added freedom for charter schools to experiment and innovate 
comes with the threat that the charter authorizer may shut down charter schools should they fail 
to meet academic standards or to maintain financial viability. 

Purpose / Objective / Research Question / Focus of Study: 

Description of the focus of the research. 


The study asks whether charter schools are producing higher achievement for students compared 
to traditional public schools. 

Setting: 

Description of the research location. 


The study reviews research from across the United States. 

Population / Participants / Subjects: 

Description of the participants in the study: who, how many, key features, or characteristics. 


The paper reviews research that examines the English Language Arts or mathematics 
achievement of students at charter schools, focusing on studies that use lotteries to create a 
control group, or studies that use a value-added approach to compare charter and traditional 
public schools while taking into account individuals students’ past achievement. 

Intervention / Program / Practice: 

Description of the intervention, program, or practice, including details of administration and duration. 

The practice studied in the meta- analysis is charter schools. 

Research Design: 

Description of the research design. 


The research design consists of a random-effects meta-analysis of papers that fit the criteria 
listed above. 
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Data Collection and Analysis: 

Description of the methods for collecting and analyzing data. 


The researchers performed a search for papers on studies of charter schools and achievement, 
and also drew articles from some recent reviews. 

Findings / Results: 

Description of the main findings with specific details. 


A meta-analysis is performed of the literature on charter schools and achievement, with a focus 
on lottery-based studies and rigorous value-added studies. Overall, for the limited set of charter 
schools, locations, and years that have been studied to date, charter schools are producing higher 
achievement gains in math relative to traditional public schools in most grade groupings. (See 
Appendix Figure 1.) No significant differences emerged for reading achievement. (See Appendix 
Figure 2.) However, for both math and reading the bulk of estimates are positive. Most of the 
variation in findings across studies is likely to reflect genuine variations rather than sampling 
error. For math, middle school studies tended to produce higher effect sizes than other grade 
groupings. Similarly, for math, studies that use lotteries or propensity score matching tend to 
find higher effects than other methods. There is not a statistically significant link between the 
years covered by a study and the estimated effect size, but for both math and reading the trend is 
positive. A tiny but growing literature on non-achievement outcomes suggests positive 
influences of charter schools on educational attainment and behavioral outcomes. 

Conclusions: 

Description of conclusions, recommendations, and limitations based on findings. 


Estimated charter school effects are highly variable, which likely reflects variations in the quality 
of education provided both at charter schools and at comparison schools, namely, local 
traditional public schools. In many cases the samples are small for certain areas, and thus as new 
studies emerge meta-analytic findings could change. 
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Not included in page count. 
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Appendix B. Tables and Figures 

Not included in page count. 

Figure 1 Elementary School Reading Effect Sizes by Study, Showing Weights Ascribed by 
Random-Effects Meta- Analysis to Each Study 
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Notes: The horizontal lines show the 95% confidence interval, which is also indicated in the 
second column from the right. The rightmost column shows the weight ascribed to each study, 
with the size of the square proportional to these weights. The overall effect size estimate is 
shown at the bottom. Geographic locations with estimates from multiple studies have unique 
numbers appended to their labels to distinguish between studies. Appendix Table 1 indicates the 
author and year of the study referenced by each Study ID label. 
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Figure 2 Elementary School Math Effect Sizes by Study, Showing Weights Ascribed by 
Random-Effects Meta-Analysis to Each Study 
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See notes to Figure 1. 

Appendix Table 1 Author and Year of Study Referenced by Study ID Label 
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